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Introduction

The building at 218 North Columbus Street and the
land on which it is located have a colorful history,'
Before the building was constructed, the land was
owned by many people of historical significance.
The owners include: Mistress Margaret Brent (a
17th century women’s rights advocate), John
Alexander (after whom the City of Alexandnia was
named), another John Alexander (a Trustee of the
City of Alexandria and 2 member of the Virginia
Assembly just prior to the Revolutionary War),
Charles Alexander (a signer of the Fairfax Resolves
and a Member of the Fairfax County Committee of

Safety just before the Revolutionary War. Charles
Alexander also served as the Fairfax Commissioner
for State Aid during the Revolution, and later as the
President of the Fairfax Board of Overseers for the
Poor). Another Charles Alexander (founder of the
Washington & Alexandna Tumpike Company and a
friend of George Washington) also owned this

property.

The building served variously as the first free girls’
school in the Commonwealth of Virginia, a major
center of worship for Black Methodists in
Alexandrnia, the first home of the Alexandna Lyceum,
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a Union prison during the Civil War, a major
military academy, and the meeting hall of the In-
dependent Order of Odd Fellows. The complete
history of the property 1s addressed elsewhere,
and this article examines only the building’s use
as a school during the nineteenth century ’

The Female Lancasterian Free School

On June 26, 1812, Charles Alexander and his
wife Mary sold the land to the Trustees of the
Alexandria Academy for $461.87'2. The reason
for the Alexandria Academy’s purchase of the
land was to establish a female Lancastenan
school.

The Lancasterian system of education was estab-
lished by an English Quaker named Joseph Lan-
caster. Lancaster developed a simple vet
effective system of educating large numbers of
pupils in reading, writing and arithmetic. The
system was so effective that by 1808, King
George IV (then Prince Regent) and a few noble-
men founded the Royal Lancastenan Society to
establish schools on Lancaster’s model all over
England. The schools quickly became popular in
the United States. Among the first such schools
in this country were those in Georgetown and
Alexandria,’

In 1812, before the Academy’s purchase of
Alexander’s land on North Columbus Street, the
Common Council of Alexandria had adopteda
resolution authorizing $2,000 to be spent to build
“a proper room upon the Academy lot [418
South Washington Street], for the purpose of
being used as a Lancasterian School, for the im-
provement of the hearts and minds of those
whose unfortunate poverty is a bar to their men-
tal improvement.” The school opened on
September 12, 1812, charging $2.50 per quarter,
and educating poor children at no charge.”

Based on the advice of the teacher of the Lancas-
terian School in Geergetown, the Alexandna
Academy decided against educating both boys
and girls at this school, and instead purchased the
land on North Columbus Street from Charles
Alexander, erecting there a brick building in
which to house Virginia’s first female free
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school * Like the boys’ Lancasterian school, this
school was under the control of the Trustees of the
Alexandria Academy.®

The giris’ school also benefitted from several addi-
tional bequests. The school was the beneficiary of
an endowment established by Mrs. Elizabeth Wash-
ington (the wife of Lund Washington) of Hayfield,
Virginia, ' who,

“willfed] and bequeath[ed] to the
Washington Society of Alexandria ten
shares of Potomac Bank stock, also my
share in the Potomac Company, the
annual proceeds of which they are to
apply to the education of such poor girls
as they may think proper -- nor can I for-
bear on this solemn occaston to greet them
in the name of our Holy Father, and
invoke his benediction upon their efforts
to rescue from poverty and the sinks of
shameless immorality those sweet tho’
wild blossoms, which under their fostering
care and virtuous inculcations may add
much to the store of human happiness. [
confine this donation to my own sex
because I believe that human happiness
has material dependence upon our moral
and religious worth ” *

The girls’ school also benefitted from the largesse of
the Washington Society of Alexandria. On
February 9, 1813, the Society voted to disburse to
the “Washington Lancasterian Free Schools” the
sum of $500.°

On February 15, 1814, the Society not only appro-
pnated another $500 to support “the male and
female Washington Free Schools for the present
year” but also voted to disburse to the school $150
from Mrs. Lund Washington’s bequest.” Similarly,
on February 22, 1817, the Society is reported to
have appropriated $600 of its own funds to support
the “Washington Lancasterian Free School” and
“two hundred twenty dollars, the interest on the
legacy of the late Mrs. Washington of Hayfield. .
towards the support of the Female Lancasterian free
school.”"" George Washington’s nephew
Bartholomew Dandridge also contributed to the en-
dowment of the girls’ school. ”
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Miss Rachel Judge was appointed the first teacher at
the girls’ school," and it was subsequently run by
Mrs. Fitz John Porter.’ The Lancasterian System
apparently was not a continuous success in Alexan-
dria, for, as early as December 22, 1814, the Board
of Trustees of the Alexandria Academy appointed a
committee to investigate the condition of both the
boys’ and girls’ Lancastenan schools “and to en-
quire into their decline, if they sheuld be found to be
less prosperous than formerly.” **

The history of the girls” school is enigmatic, but
clearly it did not prosper as well as the boys’ school,
having to share space successively with another
school, several teachers, and another tenant -- and
mﬂmatlt;ely losing the property due to nonpayment of
taxes.

As early as July 22, 1822, a “Hamiltonian School”
nun by Jonathan T. Wheat was also using the North
Columbus Street address when advertising for stu-
dents.”” At least part of the building appears to have
been used to house teachers by the late 1820s."® In
ether 1829 or 1835, the Alexandria Academy
(which had been running both the boys’ and girls’
Lancastenan Schools) passed into private owner-
ship, and, as a resuit, the Lancasterian Schools fell
under the control of a special commission appointed
by the Alexandria City Council "’

The City tax rolls continued to describe the building
as a school through 1837, after which it was simply
listed as “H[ouse] & L[ot],”*" thereby indicating that
the girls” school had moved by that time. The ulti-
mate indication that the school had fallen on hard
times is the fact that, on March 28, 1838, the prop-
erty was “exposed to sale at public auction...to pay
the arrears of taxes then due thereon to the... Com-
mon Council of Alexandria.™"

In 1839, the building served as the first home for the
Alexandria Lyceum, and was completely refurbished
with the intent that it would be the Lyceum’s perma-
nent home;

We understand that arrangements have
been made for thoroughly repaining and
fitting up the Lancasterian School Room
on North Columbus street which is to be
used permanently as the hall of the

-
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Lyceum. It is hoped that this building will
be large enough to accommodate all those
who may be disposed to attend. -

However, the members of the Lyceum quickly re-
alized that the building was too small to accommeo-
date the large audiences for their programs, and the
organization instead built a new home at 201 South
Washington Street, into which it moved by 1840. »
Mr. Hugh C. Smith purchased the property in 1840,
and sold 1t the following year to the trustees of the
Potomac Lodge No. 8 of the Independent Order of
Odd Fellows. * ‘

Saint John’s Academy.

In October 1866, the Odd Fellows rented out the
first floor of the Lodge to Saint John’s Academy, a
boys’ military school of considerable repute in
Alexandria.” The students used to engage in mili-
tary drill on the empty lot between the building and
Cameron Street. The boys also played baseball
there until the Mayor forbade 1t because of the dan-
ger to passers-by. After Alexandna established a
public school system in 1871, the number of local
students attending St. John’s Academy dropped sig-
nificantly, but the increase in boarders more than
made up for the loss.”

Beginning in 1873, Saint John’s Academy made
week-long summer trips to Shepherdstown and
Harper’s Ferry, West Virginia, on the C&O Canal.
After 1877, these trips were made by boat or train.
The school had debating and drama socteties, and
competed with other local schools in football and
baseball.’’ In 1877, the school had also rearranged
and refurbished its class rooms to “exhibit ... all the
most improved appliances now used in education.”
The August 31, 1877 Alexandria Gazette gives the
following thorough description of the school's reno-
vated quarters:

HANDSOME SCHOOL ROOMS.

The work of rearranging the school rooms
in the Odd Fellows [illegible, Hall?],
North Columbus street, used by St. John’s
Academy, is nearly completed, and the
resuit 1s a suite of rooms equalled in ele-
gance by few in the country, and by none,
perhaps, in this section of it. Entering
through the vestibule, which constitutes
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the armoty, and in which the bright barrelled
rifles, in three neat racks, glitter against the
blue tinted walls, you first enter the Senior’
class room. This is wainscoted three feet high,
with alternate strips of walnut and yellow pine,
highly varmished and [illegible, capped?] with
wainut. Above this is 3 wall blackboard, run-
ning entirely around the room, four feet in
height; the other five feet to the ceiling is cov-
ered with 2 beautiful rose tinted paper, relieved
by a fine border of crimson and gold; the ceil-
ing being paneled with a dead white, separated
by slightly golded fresco moulding from the
stile of which is of a pale rose tint. All the
wood work is grained oak and vamished, and
the clock set into the north wall [iliegible] the
hours. The furniture is the newly invented
“Victor” from the factory of Mr. M.C. Hodg-
don, Baltimore, and possesses an advantage
over any heretofore used bere in folding up into
a very small compass. The frame is iron, and
the book box is in the lower part of the wood
work, and the desk lid, by drawing two spring
bolts, is made to fall and close over it, and may
be locked securely, preserving the books from
all depredation or dust. The seat for each desk
1s attached to the desk behind it, and folds up to
its front. Both desks and seats are made of al-
temate bands of ash and walnut, handsomely
fimshed in oil. The teacher’s desk is of simular
construction, but is, of course, larger, and is of
walnut, with an oak arm chair. Sliding doors
separate this room from the intermediate class
room, immediately behind it. This is arranged
and fumished like the Senior room, except that
the walls are covered with dove colored paper
with a high border, and that the panel of the
ceiling is cream colored, stile light blue, sepa-
rated by a mazarine blue moulding, Alongside
of this room, though not communicating with
it, 1s the Junior class room, with stone colored
paper and paneled ceiling to match, This opens
by very wide sliding doors into the lecture
room, which also communicates with the Se-
nior room. The walls are of a hight green tint
and the ceiling has a light panel with stone col-
ored stile. Around the walls are arranged cases
contaiming the fine philosophical and other in-
struments belonging to the Academy, and the
large cabinet of minerals collected by Benjamin
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Hallowell for the Alexandnia Boarding School.
The lecture desk 1s the one formerly used by
the Principal in the large school room, but so
rejuvenated that the old students will scarcely
recognize it. It contains a spacious tank to
serve as a pneumatic cisten and for other pur-
poses. All the cases, &c, are handsomely
grained in imitation of oak and painted inside a
deep green to display the instruments. The car-
penter’s work, &c, was done by William F.
Vincent; the brick work by Richard Javins; the
painting and graiming by Thomas L. [illegible,
Monrce?]; and the paper hanging by Richard
H. Rudd. The rooms are now open for inspec-
tion of our citizens and strangers visiting the
city, and are well worth a visit, exhibiting, as
they do, all the most improved appliances now
used in education.

By 1877, Saint John's Academy had supplemented its
curriculum sufficiently to qualify its graduates for admis-
sion to the University of Virginia.”® Tn 1879, the school
began admunistering tests (akin to today’s college board
examinations) in English, mathematics, science, foreign
languages, and history.

Due to the school’s continued growth, the school moved
from the building on North Columbus to quarters on the
comer of South Columbus and Duke Streets in
September 1884.% During the school’s residence on
North Columbus Street, Richard L. Came was appointed
the first City Superintendent of Public Schools (in
January 1871)," and his brother and fellow teacher,
William F. Came, compiled and wrote the first sys-
tematic history of the City of Alexandria.”

End Notes

1. The building now contains not only the townhouse at
218 North Columbus Street, but five other townhouses as
well —at 4, 6, 8, 10, and 12 Muirs Court.

2. See “The History of the Property at 218 North Columbus
Street, Alexandria, Virginia,” by Roland M. Frye, Jr., on
file at the Alexandria Public Library, Lloyd House, North
Washington and Queen Streets, Alexandria, Virginia.
See also an abbreviated version of that paper, published
under the same title in The Fireside Sentirnel (1990).

3. W.B. McGroarty, “Alexandria’s Lan-casterian Schools,”
William & Marv Quarterly, (Second Series, 1941), Vol.
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Ibid., pp. 111-112, quoting verbatim the reso-
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1800-1900, (Alexandria Historical Society,
1977), p. 101. Also see “Alexandria
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Schools,” p. 111.
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Birth of Universal Education in America,” The
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A Survey of Existing Early Buildings
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p- 12; T. Michael Miller, “Prison Life in Civil
War Alexandria,” Northern Virginia iferitage,
October 1997, pp. 9-10; J. Heitmann, A His-

tory and Manual of the [ndependent Order of

Odd Fellows: A History of Odd Fellowship in
Virginia, (Accotink, Va. 1927), p. 168;

“Potomac Lodge No. 38, Virginia Odd Fel-
low, (May 1927), Vol. 10, No. 5, p. 5;
“Potomac Lodge No. 38, Virginia Odd Fel-
low, Vol 7, No. 4, p. 5 (April 1924); “History
of Potomac Lodge, 1.0.0.F.,Virginia Odd
Fellow. (April 1922), Vol. 5, No. 4, P 6
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Alexandria Gazette, (May 14, 1888); Macoll,
Alexandria: A Towne in Transition, 1800-
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may have attended the boys’ Lancasterian
school for a short time “[i]f any girls went
with the boys to the new schoolhouse, they
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W.B. McGroarty, “Alexandria’s Lancas-
terian Schools,” p. 114. See also
“Demolition of an Old Schoolhouse,” The
Alexandria Gazette, (May 14, 1888).

T. Michael Miller, “Prison Life in Civil War
Alexandria,” pp. 9-10. The bronze plague
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The Alexandria Gazette, (February 19, 1932}, quoting
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p. 274; K. G. Harvey and R. Stansfield, Alexandria; a
Pictonal History, (Donning Co., Norfolk, Va.. n.d.),
p. 61, J. Heitmann, A History and Manual of the {nde-
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report does not appear in the minutes of the
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Virginia, Street by Street: A Survey of Existing,
Early Buildings, p. xix.

The Alexandria Gazette (July 22, 1822). See
also T. Michael Miller, “Prison Life in Civil
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One authority reports the date as 1835, W.B.
MeGroarty, “Alexandria’s Lancasterian
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Street property in 1840. W.B. McGroarty,
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22,

23.
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Alexandria to 1900, at p. 2, assigned card cata-
logue reference number “Va. Ref. 3709755 M™
and located in the “Alexandria Schools -- Early”
folder, LIoyd House, Alexandria Public Library,
Manuscript entitled *“Culture on the Potomac:
The Arts and Learning in Otd Alexandria. 1790-
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“Alexandria Schools -- Early™ folder, Lloyd
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The Alexandria (azetic. (January 3, 1839),
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a meeting, of the Lyceum, held January 9th 1839
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Property Tax Assessments, Ward 3, page 13
{1840), indicating that the building at 218 North
Columbus Street was vacant in | 840.
Alexandria Deed Book “B-3.” pp. 210-213
(recorded January 14, 1842). See also W.B.
McGroarty, ““Alexandria’s Lancasterian
Schools,” p.- 115: E. Cox, Historic Alexandria
Virginia, Street by Street: A Survey of Existing,
Early Buildings, p. 12. J. Heitmann, A History
and Manual of the independent Order of Odd
Fellows: A History of Odd Fellowship in Vir-
ginia, p. 163; “Potomac Ltodge, No. 387 lirginia
Odd Fellow, (May 1927), Vol 10, No. 5, p. 5,
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J Heitmann, A History and Manuai of the Inde-
pendent Order of Odd Fellows: A History of Odd
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Packet (January 4-10, 1978), p. 3. See also
“Potomac Lodge. No. 38,7 I irginia Odd I'ellow.
{May 1927), Vol. 10, No. 5, p. 5. and Vol. 7,
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